Medical management decisions in nursing home patients. Principles and policy recommendations.
The ethical principles of medical decision making are inherently the same for nursing home residents, who represent an increasingly large segment of the population, as they are for other adult patients. In practice, however, a number of considerations require specialized application of these principles in nursing homes. Notably, a large proportion of nursing home patients are at high risk for morbid and mortal events yet are incapable of expressing medical management preferences due to dementia and confusion. Policies and procedures regarding medical decisions for nursing home patients are needed. We present and discuss a policy for patient care in nursing homes based on recommendations of a national biomedical ethics committee. This policy, which may be adapted for use in specific institutions, explicitly discusses the principles of care and their application in nursing homes. It also encourages prospective decision making and provides advance care directives for patients making and provides advance care directives for patients and their decision-making surrogates to do so.